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Abstract 
 
In this paper, we seek to clarify further the processes of internationalization on environmental 
policy convergence by focussing narrowly on transnational communication as a mechanism for 
policy learning mediated by a country’s policy analytical capacity.  We argue that without 
significant policy analytical capacity, it is unlikely for transnational communication as a source 
of lesson drawing to translate into environmental policy convergence.  Based on a survey of 
Canadian provincial public servants, we find that policy analysts in the environmental policy 
sector do not engage in significant interaction or training outside of their own jurisdictions and 
are therefore unlikely to engage in extensive trans-national or international learning.  This 
paper clarifies an important finding of Holzinger, Knill and Sommerer (2008) that while 
transnational communication leads to harmonization in the presence of policy, it does not result 




Given increasing economic integration between countries, the crosscutting nature of prominent 
policy issues, and the rise of resourceful extra-national actors in domestic policy processes, it is 
not be surprising that the content of domestic public policy often has non-domestic origins.    
Indeed, in Canada over the last two decades, scholars have concerned themselves with the 
relationship between international forces and policy change within states (McBride and Williams 
2001; Johnson and Mahon 2009).   Both policy convergence and divergence have been clearly 
observed in the environmental policy sector (Howlett and Rayner 2006; Howlett 2000).  Most 
recently, Holzinger et al. (2008) sought to clarify the general effects of internationalization on 
domestic policy, distinguishing between three explanatory factors: international harmonization, 
transnational communication, and regulatory competition.  Of note are the weak effects of 
regulatory competition and the strong effects of international harmonization on domestic public 
policy.  Further, Holzinger et al. (2008) find the effects of transnational communication to be 
mixed: it positively and strongly affects policy ideas, but is also a weak and negative influence 
on the technical content of policy instruments. In this article, we seek to clarify further the 
processes of internationalization in the environmental sector, exploring this third variable – 
transnational communication – as a mechanism for policy learning that is mediated by a 
country’s policy analytical capacity. 
 
Historical developments within the study of policy change and stability reveal the importance of 
bringing policy analytical capacity as a domestic, micro-level variable to present theorizing of 
internationalization and policy convergence. Indeed, the factors which lead countries to adopt 
particular policies are manifold, ranging from economic and social systems within which 
political institutions operate to the micro-level behaviour of its individual decision makers 
(Duncan 2009).  In this context, the differential effects of transnational communication on 
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domestic policy ideas and policy instruments and settings are not surprising.  Over time, scholars 
have found that theories of policy change at the micro or macro level alone have failed to capture 
all those domestic and international forces which significantly mediate public policy. 
 
Beginning in the 1960s, studies tended to focus on the macro level alone, concluding that 
countries with similar economic, social and demographic structures could be expected to have 
roughly similar types of public policies (Wilensky 1975; Dye 1972).  By the 1970s and 1980s 
however, scholars were confronted with the empirical reality that similar policy problems were 
not always dealt with in similar ways across different countries.  Indeed, micro-level variables – 
the nature of the party system, the behaviour of political decision-makers – did a good job of 
accounting for domestic policy outputs (Von Beyme 1984; Allison and Halperin 1972).   
 
By the late 1980s, new “meso-level” theories emerged to reconcile previous “micro-level” and 
“macro-level” approaches.  These theories highlighted the role played by transnational policy 
agents in learning or drawing lessons from each other's experiences (Rose 1991; Sabatier 1988; 
Bennett and Howlett 1991).  Domestic policy-making came to be understood through “policy 
subsystems” dominated by small groups of individuals bound together by their expertise and 
knowledge in the subject concerned.  Members of different coalitions within policy subsystems 
were engaged in a constant learning process which invariably involved drawing upon the lessons 
and experiences not only of their own jurisdiction, but also those of other countries. While in 
some cases the networks themselves originated in international organizations, in most instances 
there was, at minimum, international contact among members of domestic networks. Given that 
these networks controlled the range of options discussed in the policy process, scholars 
contended that countries would arrive at similar policies since they drew upon each others' 
experiences in both an informal and formal manner in terms of problem definitions, policy 
proposals and solutions.   
 
Indeed, Holzinger et al’s (2008) study of environmental policies spanning twenty-four countries 
lends credence to this approach, finding a strong relationship between transnational 
communication and policy convergence.  Changes in domestic public policy can be understood 
to result from the learning processes occurring between members of separate or overlapping 
networks, or “advocacy coalitions”.    
 
What is curious about work on policy subsystems and policy change however, is the paucity of 
attention that has been paid to domestic, micro-level variables – for example, the knowledge 
utilization processes of government – which need to occur for transnational communication to 
translate into inter-jurisdictional learning (Bennett 1991: 225).  This should be disconcerting to 
those who study policy convergence in the environmental sector. Governments and, increasingly, 
non-governmental actors in Canada and elsewhere are being asked to design effective long-term 
policy measures to deal with such problems without necessarily having the kinds of resources 
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they require to successfully avoid common policy failures through the use of enhanced evidence-
based analytical techniques.  Yet, work on the behaviour and behavioural characteristics of in-
house policy analysts in supplying advice to government, let alone those working outside it, are 
exceedingly rare (Nelson 1989; Aberbach and Roclanan 1989; Wollmann 1989; Thompson and 
Yessian 1992; Radin 1992; Boston et al. 1996; Bushnell 1991; Binz-Scharf et al. 2008).   
 
In most countries empirical data on almost every aspect of policy analysis in government are 
lacking (Dunn 2004; Patton and Sawicki 1993; MacRae and Whittington 1997). Given the 
significance of public sector analysts in the policy advice system of government, studies of their 
activities, behaviour, and impact should greatly inform studies of policy convergence.  As Beem 
(2009: 498) has written, “By engaging in “global public policy networks” and assuming 
intellectual leadership roles within them, government officials can help define, frame, 
implement, and enforce new conceptualizations of what is good and/or appropriate policy.”  
Their potential influence over public policy is not limited to the domestic realm either: through 
their framing of domestic policy and interaction with foreign governments and non-
governmental actors, public bureaucracies can affect the expectations within other jurisdictions 
and cultivate a particular policy discourse subsequently informing policy development and 
implementation elsewhere (Beem 2009).  
 
This is not to say that bureaucrats are the most influential policy actors when it comes to inter-
jurisdictional learning, only that the question remains unanswered, when and how is domestic 
public policy affected by transnational communication? Who affects it?  A key insight made by 
others is that inter-jurisdictional learning does not take place uniformly across policy stages or 
policy sectors (Baumgartner and Jones 1993; Hogwood and Peters 1985; Holzinger et al 2009).   
Here, we will investigate levels of evidence-based decision making across policy stages, and 
compare international networks across policy sectors, to determine whether a “lumpy” 
distribution of policy analytical capacity exists within Canadian governments on environmental 
policy issues that could account for differential degrees of inter-jurisdictional learning and policy 
convergence.  In particular, we seek to discover whether transnational communication and 
learning are actually occurring in the environmental policy sector in Canada.  As such, this paper 
will focus on the policy analytic capacity and level of transnational communication of provincial 
policy analysts in the environmental sector in Canada.  It will first provide an overview of 
evidence-based policy making and policy analytic capacity in Canada before turning to the 
results of a national survey of provincial policy analysts. 
 
Evidence-Based Policy Making and Policy Analytic Capacity 
 
Evidence based or “evidence-informed” policy-making represents a recent effort on the part of 
government to reform or re-structure policy processes by prioritizing evidentiary decision-
making criteria (Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2007; Pawson 2006; Sanderson 2006) enhancing the 
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possibility of policy success by improving the amount and type of information processed in 
public policy decision-making as well as the methods used in its assessment (Morgan and 
Henrion 1990; Nilsson et al. 2008).  It is expected that enhancing the information basis of policy 
decisions will improve the results flowing from their implementation, while iterative monitoring 
and evaluation of results in the field will allow errors to be caught and corrected. Through a 
process of theoretically informed empirical analysis, governments can better learn from 
experience and both avoid repeating the errors of the past as well as better apply new techniques 
to the resolution of old and new problems (Sanderson 2000; May 1992; Bennett and Howlett 
1992; March 1981, 1994). Simply put, the more relevant, usable information decision makers 
have their disposal, the better the decisions they will make.   
 
In order to make decisions based on evidence however, policy actors, particularly government 
actors, need to have the analytical capability to collect appropriate data and make it useable in 
the course of policy-making activities. As such, a significant factor affecting the ability of 
policy-makers to engage at all in evidence-based policy-making pertains to the level of both 
governmental and non-governmental actors’ “policy analytical capacity.”  Enhancing policy 
analytical capacity is an essential precondition for the adoption of evidence-based policy-making 
and through its application the improvement of policy outcomes, an essential precondition that is 
often ignored or downplayed in the literature.  
 
Policy capacity can be defined as: 
 
a loose concept which covers the whole gamut of issues associated with the government’s arrangements to review, 
formulate and implement policies within its jurisdiction. It obviously includes the nature and quality of the resources 
available for these purposes – whether in the public service or beyond – and the practices and procedures by which 
these resources are mobilized and used (Fellegi 1996: 6). 
 
While policy capacity can be thought of as extending beyond analysis to include the actual 
administrative capacity of a government to undertake the day-to-day activities involved in policy 
implementation (Painter and Pierre 2005; Peters 1996), policy analytical capacity is a more 
focused concept related to knowledge acquisition and utilization in policy processes (Adams 
2004; Leeuw 1991; Lynn 1978; MacRae 1991; Radaelli 1995). It refers to the amount of basic 
research a government can conduct or access, its ability to apply statistical methods, applied 
research methods, and advanced modelling techniques to this data and employ analytical 
techniques such as environmental scanning, trends analysis, and forecasting methods in order to 
gauge broad public opinion and attitudes, as well as those of interest groups and other major 
policy players, and to anticipate future policy impacts (O’Connor, Roos, and Vickers-Willis 
2007; Preskill and Boyle 2008). It also involves the ability to communicate policy-related 
messages to interested parties and stakeholders and includes “a department’s capacity to 
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articulate its medium- and long- term priorities” (Fellegi 1996: 19) and to integrate information 
into the decision-making stage of the policy process.1   
 
Table 1. Aspects of Political Analytical Capacity 
Components 
Environmental scanning, trends analysis and forecasting methods 
Theoretical research 
Statistics, applied research and modelling 
Evaluation of the means of meeting targets/goals 
Consultation and managing relations 
Program design, implementation monitoring and evaluation 
Department’s capacity to articulate its medium and long term priorities 
Policy analytical resources - Quantity and quality of employees; annual departmental reports; 
budgets 
 
The policy functions outlined in table 1 require either a highly trained, and hence expensive, 
workforce that has far-seeing and future-oriented management and excellent information 
collection and data processing capacities, as well as the opportunity for employees to strengthen 
their skills and expertise (O’Connor, Roos, and Vickers-Willis 2007) or the ability to outsource 
policy research to similarly qualified personnel in private or semi-public organizations such as 
universities, think tanks, research institutes and consultancies (Boston 1994). It also requires 
sufficient vertical and horizontal coordination between participating organizations to ensure that 
research being undertaken is relevant and timely. “Boundary-spanning” links between 
governmental and non-governmental organizations are also critical (Weible 2008).  As George 
Anderson has noted, “a healthy policy-research community outside government can play a vital 
role in enriching public understanding and debate of policy issues, and it serves as a natural 
complement to policy capacity within government” (1996: 486).  
 
In sum, if evidence-based policy-making is to be achieved, policy actors require the ability to 
collect and aggregate information in order to effectively develop medium- and long-term 
projections, proposals for, and evaluations of future government activities. Organizations both 
inside and outside of governments require a level of human, financial, network and knowledge 
resources enabling them to perform the tasks associated with managing and implementing an 
evidence-based policy process. Without this they might only marshal these resources in 
particular areas, resulting in a “lumpy” set of departmental or agency competences in which 
some agencies are able to plan and prioritize over the long-term while others focus on shorter-
term issues or, if evenly distributed, may only be able to react to short- or medium- term 
                                                     
1 The willingness of policy-makers to use the information generated in the way it was intended to be used is not always present. On the 
‘‘strategic’’ and ‘‘argumentative’’ versus ‘‘evaluative’’ uses of research and analysis, see D. Whiteman (1985) and R. Landry, M. Lamari, and N. 
Amara (2003). 
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political, economic or other challenges and imperatives occurring in their policy environments 
(Voyer 2007). 
 
Whether or not, and to what degree, government and non-governmental policy actors in a policy 
analytical community have the capacity to actually fulfil these tasks remains an important and 
largely unanswered empirical question in the study of evidence-based policy-making (Turnpenny 
et al. 2008; Wollmann 1989). Studies of the actual behaviour and job performance of policy 
analysts, for example, have constantly challenged the view often put forward in academic texts 
that policy analysis is all about the neutral, competent and objective performance of tasks 
associated with the application and use of a small suite of technical policy analytical tools on the 
part of governmental or non-governmentally based analysts (Boardman et al. 2001; Boston 1994; 
Durning and Osama 1994; Patton and Sawicki 1993). This raises to the fore the question: What 
do policy analysts actually do in government? Are their training and resources appropriate to 
allow them to meet contemporary governance challenges such as designing effective policies for 
climate change adaptation? 
 
Until now, only very weak and partial, usually anecdotal, information exists on the situations 
found in different countries. Over thirty-years ago, Arnold Meltsner (1976) had observed in the 
case of the U.S. that analysts undertook a number of roles in the policy-making process, most of 
which did not involve neutral information processing and analysis. Later observers, such as 
Beryl Radin (2000), Nancy Shulock (1999) and Sean Gailmard and John Patty (2007) observed 
much the same situation, along with a propensity for politicians to continually re-enact the same 
failed policies in many problem areas (Schultz 2007). In the U.K. and Germany, for example, 
contrary to the picture of carefully recruited analysts trained in policy schools to undertake 
specific types of microeconomic-inspired policy analysis (Weimer and Vining 1999), 
investigators such as Edward Page and Bill Jenkins (2005) and Julia Fleischer (2009) have 
provided some empirical evidence that British and German policy-making typically features a 
group of “policy process generalists” who rarely, if ever, deal with policy matters in 
the substantive areas in which they were trained and who have, in fact, very little training in 
formal policy analysis techniques such as cost-benefit analysis or risk assessment.  Similar 
findings have been made in the cases of the Netherlands, Australia and New Zealand, by Robert 
Hoppe and Margarita Jeliazkova (2006), Patrick Weller and Bronwyn Stevens (1998) and 
Jonathan Boston and his colleagues (1996), respectively. How does Canada shape up with regard 




Studies of policy analysts have traditionally focused almost exclusively at the federal level 
(Voyer 2007; Prince 1979; Prince and Chenier 1980; Hollander and Prince 1993) despite the fact 
that the provinces control many important areas of social, economic, and political life. This 
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situation only began to change in 2006-2007 when studies of non-governmental policy analysts 
(Dobuzinskis Howlett and Laycock 2007) and of regional and central policy analysts employed 
in the federal civil service appeared (Wellstead, et al, 2007). 
 
Given Canada's decentralized federal system of government however, approximately half of the 
more than ten thousand bureaucratic policy analysts employed in the country are working at the 
sub-national level in the civil services of the ten provinces and three territories. Information on 
analytical activities and the supply of policy advice remains extremely rudimentary at this level, 
generated collected from personal reflections and anecdotes of former analysts and managers, or 
from a small number of single-province interviews or surveys (McArthur 2007; Rasmussen 
1999; Singleton 2001; Hicks and Watson 2007; Policy Excellence Initiative 2007). 
To address this gap, a survey of policy analysts employed by provincial civil services was carried 
out in November and December of 2008 using an online commercial software service. It 
involved the completion of a 64-item questionnaire by more than 1,200 provincial and territorial 
civil servants situated in seven jurisdictions. Mailing lists for the survey were compiled wherever 
possible from publicly available sources such as online government telephone directories, using 
keyword searches for terms such as "policy analyst" appearing in job titles or descriptions. In 
some cases additional names were added to lists from hard-copy sources such as government 
organization manuals. In other cases lists or additional names were provided by provincial public 
service commissions, who also checked initial lists for completeness and accuracy. Lists were 
compiled for as many provinces and territories as possible, with the aim of obtaining 
comprehensive lists for at least one major Canadian province, at least one mid-sized jurisdiction, 
one smaller jurisdiction, and at least one territory. From 2,846 valid email addresses in seven 
jurisdictions, 1,258 valid survey completions were gathered for a total response rate of 44.2%. 
 
The data collected from the survey allowed for the first profile of provincial public servants and 
within that profile, the profiles of particular policy sectors.  Here we focus on the experience of 
the 203 policy analysts who work predominantly on environmental policy issues.  Evaluated 
against analysts in five other policy sectors (health, social welfare, education, industry/trade, and 
finance), we can assess both the absolute and relative analytical capacities of Canadian 
governments on environmental policy issues and in turn, prospects for inter-jurisdictional 
learning.  Data were divided into five topic areas: Demographic Characteristics and Job 
Experience; Education and Training; Day-to-Day Duties; and Techniques and Data Employed. 
Combined, these provide the basis for the first large-scale empirical analysis of the background 
and activities of sub-national government policy analysts. 
 
Who are Provincial Environmental Policy Analysts? 
 
Basic demographic data were collected on provincial environmental policy analysts in terms of 
characteristics such as gender and age. The responses revealed that general provincial analysts 
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are predominantly (58.4%) female, and fairly young, 70% of whom are under 50 years of age.   
Environmental policy analysts are even younger than non-environmental policy analysts; nearly 
half (47.9%) are under 40 years of age.  Additional questions revealed that provincial 
environmental policy analysts also tend to have come to their present career path and positions 
fairly recently. Over 40% of provincial analysts had been involved in professional policy 
 
Table 2.  Length of Time, Environmental Policy Analysts 
 Employed as a 
professional policy 
analyst 
Employed in present 
organization 
Expected to remain 
in present position 
 Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 
Valid       
00-01 years 14 7.2 30 15.4 20 10.5 
01-05 years 73 37.6 80 41.0 93 48.7 
05-09 years 39 20.1 24 12.3 33 17.3 
10-14 years 18 9.3 13 6.7 26 13.6 
15-19 years 22 11.3 20 10.3 8 4.2 
20 or more 28 14.4 28 14.4 11 5.8 
Total 194 100.0 195 100.0 191 100.0 
 
analytical activities for five years or less (Table 1). Over 65% had also been in their present 
organizations for less than five years, including 15% for less than one year. This contrasts 
sharply with the federal situation described by Wellstead et al. (2007) where a majority of 
analysts are male and a sizable number have been in their positions for over 20 years. 
 
These analysts also do not expect to stay very long in their current positions, with more than half 
expecting to stay less than five additional years. This pattern accords closely with Meltsner's 
(1975) observation that the typical policy analyst believes he or she is upwardly mobile and 
"believes he (sic) is a short-timer, so he does not worry about maintaining the agency or 
conserving its jurisdiction" (p. 117), and instead is able to be more "problem-focused" in 
orientation and approach.  
 
A second set of questions examined the background education and training of provincial 
environmental policy analysts. Table 2 highlights the generally very high level of formal 
education attained by environmental policy analysts in provincial governments: 54.9% had some 
graduate or professional education and 89.2% hold a university degree. 
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 Table 3.  Education, Environmental Policy Analysts 
 Frequency Percent 
Valid   
High School 1 1.0 
College or Technical 19 9.7 
University 67 34.3 
Graduate or Professional 107 54.9 
Total 195 100.0 
 
Provincial environmental policy analysts’ study area of expertise were quite varied but heavily 
oriented (over 80%) towards the environmental sciences (see table 3).  
 
Table 4.  Degree Subject Area, Environmental Policy Analysts 
 N Percent 
Environmental Studies 72 20.2 
Natural Sciences 50 14.0 
Geography 39 11.0 
Natural Resource Management 33 9.3 
Planning 23 6.5 
Political Science 22 6.2 
Public Administration 14 3.9 
Economics 13 3.7 
Public Policy 13 3.7 
Business Management 12 3.4 
Engineering 10 2.8 
Law 10 2.8 
Other Social Sciences 10 2.8 
History 9 2.5 
Humanities or Fine Arts 7 2.0 
English 5 1.4 
Education 3 0.8 
Sociology 3 0.8 
Computer Science 2 0.6 
Languages or Linguistics 2 0.6 
Communications or Journalism 2 0.6 
Medicine 1 0.3 
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Other Health Sciences 1 0.3 
Other Arts or Humanities 0 0.0 
Total 356 100.0 
 
The five leading degree fields were environmental studies, natural sciences, geography, natural 
resource management, and planning, which together account for 61% of degrees held by 
environmental policy analysts.  The next five most prevalent degrees boast a policy, research, or 
management orientation (political science, public administration, economics, public policy, and 
business management) and together accounted for another 20.9% of degrees. 
 
As for previous work experience, provincial environmental policy analysts have varied 
backgrounds but tend to be recruited from within the provincial government (27.6), the not-for-
profit sector (16.4%), or academia (12.7%).   11.2% claim experience in the federal government, 
5.5% in other provincial governments, and just 4.5% in foreign governments (see Table 4). 
Compared with analysts across other sectors, environmental policy analysts have less experience 
outside of government and less experience in foreign governments (see Howlett 2009). 
 
Table 5.  Previous Work Experience, Environmental Policy Analysts 
 N Percent 
Academia 42 12.7 
Municipal government department or agency 33 10.0 
Aboriginal government 1 0.3 
Non-for-profit sector 54 16.4 
Private sector 39 11.8 
Other provincial government department or 
agency in your current province 
91 
27.6 




Federal government 37 11.2 
Department or agency in another country 15 4.5 
Total 330 100.0 
 
While provincial environmental policy analysts possess diverse work experience and high 
academic credentials, it is not clear if this experience has adequately prepared them to conduct 
evidence-based decision-making.  In particular, provincial environmental policy analysts have 
had little training in formal policy analysis, in terms of both post-secondary education 
coursework and post-employment training. 
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Table 6.  Environmental Policy Analysts, Number of Post-Secondary Policy Courses 
Completed 
 Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent 
Valid    
0 77 40.7 40.7 
1 21 11.1 51.9 
2 30 15.9 67.7 
3+ 61 32.3 100.00 
Total 189 100.0  
 
Table 7.  Environmental Policy Analysts, Completion of Post-Secondary Policy Analysis 
Courses 
 Frequency Percent 
Valid   
No 124 64.9 
Yes 67 35.1 
Total 191 100.0 
 
Table 8. Environmental Policy Analysts, Completion of Formal Internal Training Courses 
 Frequency Percent 
Valid   
No 100 52.4 
Yes 91 47.6 
Total 191 100.0 
 
Table 9.  Environmental Policy Analysts, Sources of Post-Employment Training 
 N Percent 
Attended policy related conferences 130 66.7 
Attended policy workshops or forums 155 79.5 
Completed public administration, political science, 
economics or other policy-relevant courses at a 
university or college 
46 
23.6 
Completed policy courses with the Canada School of 
Public Service or any other government-run or 




Total 195 100.0 
 
As Table 6 shows, 40% of analysts never took a policy-specific course at the post-secondary 
level and 67% have taken two or fewer policy-related courses. Moreover, 65% of analysts have 
never completed a post-secondary course specifically dealing with formal policy analysis or 
evaluation (see table 7) and more than half of provincial analysts (52%) have never completed 
any formal professional training on these subjects (see table 8).  Finally, as Table 9 reveals, the 
most common form of post-employment training is attendance at policy-related conferences, 
workshops, or forums. Only 10% of provincial analysts cited completion of policy courses with 
government-run or sponsored training institutes, while another 24% cited completion of policy 
relevant courses at a university or college. 
 
Policy Analytical Capacity in Practice  
 
How does Canada shape up with regard to environmental policy analytical capacity?   In this 
section, we seek to assess the extent to which provincial environmental policy analysts actually 
engage in evidence-based policymaking, in order to assess their capacity for inter-jurisdictional 
learning.  Scholars have recently asserted that bureaucracies and civil servants play a significant 
role in transmitting policy ideas between international and domestic arenas (Haas 2000; Stone 
2008; Beem 2009).  However, given the lack of knowledge of bureaucratic policy capacity, 
including analytical capacity, it remains an open question: do civil servants facilitate 
transnational learning? 
 
Current evidence suggests that of all actors in the domestic policy process, it is civil servants 
who are best positioned to take up the role of facilitating transnational learning.  With the 
possible exception of some major Canadian business associations and corporations (Stritch 
2007), capacity in the non-governmental sector is very limited. This is true of a majority of 
actors involved in the Canadian labour movement (Jackson and Baldwin 2007), the voluntary 
sector (Laforest and Orsini 2005; Phillips 2007), as well as the media (Murray 2007), think tanks 
(Abelson 2002, 2007), and political parties (Cross 2007), most of which have very few if any 
permanent employees employed to conduct policy analysis of any kind. In many cases, analysis 
is carried out by consultants rather than paid staff, contributing to the transitory nature of much 
program design and policy analysis in Canada. However, even less is known about the training 
and activities of this “invisible public service” (Bakvis 2000; Perl and White 2002; Saint-Martin 
1998; Speers 2007).  
 
This portrayal of a generally impoverished and low-capacity policy analytical community pushes 
the emphasis for the prospects of enhanced evidence-based policy-making back onto Canadian 
governments and policy bureaucracy, which may have access to the personnel, treasure and 
organizational resources that would allow them to construct substantial policy analytical 
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capacity. The survey results present a picture of a somewhat “lumpy” or uneven distribution of 
policy analytical capacity, supporting previous anecdotal (Bakvis 2000; Dobuzinskis, Howlett, 
and Laycock 2007).   That is, policy capacity, as perceived by provincial policy analysts varies 
markedly by sector, with high policy capacity being reported by 29.4% of analysts in the health 
sector compared with 51.1% of analysts in the finance sector (see Table 10). 
 
Table 10. Department Policy Capacity, by sector 
 Policy-making capacity rating of one’s department or 
agency, by % of respondents 
Sector Low Moderate High 
Environment 21.4 31.0 47.7 
Social Welfare 19.2 34.9 45.9 
Health 25.3 45.2 29.4 
Education 19.3 40.4 40.3 
Trade 17.5 43.8 36.9 
Finance 11.5 37.5 51.1 
Total 19.8 37.9 42.2 
 
 
Table 10 reveals that compared with other sectors, the environmental sector has the highest 
departmental policy capacity, reported as high by 48% of environmental policy analysts.  While 
this may speak favourably of analytical capacity in the sector, there are several caveats worth 
mentioning.  First, the spread of responses on the question suggest strong variability within the 
sector itself.  While environmental analysts are most likely to cite strong departmental capacity, 
they are also the second most likely sector to cite weak departmental capacity (21%) as well. 
Two, in absolute terms, more than half of environmental policy analysts do not rate their 
department’s capacity to address policy issues positively.  Three, when policy capacity is 
examined at the governmental rather than departmental level and over time, environmental 
analysts no longer enjoy greater organizational capacity than their peers working in other sectors.  
While departments may have strong internal capacity, on issues that cut across organizational 
boundaries, like climate change, it is the capacity of government as a whole that is of prime 
importance. In Table 11, we find that the variability of departmental capacity as well as the 
challenges of horizontal coordination, lead to an overall diminished capacity to address 
environmental issues compared with other policy issues.  Indeed, analysts in the environmental 
sector are most likely to state that the policy capacity of the government has been declining, 
followed by analysts in trade, education, and social welfare.  
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Table 11. Government Policy Capacity by Sector 
 Responses to the statement that “there seems to be less 
governmental capacity to analyze policy options than there 
used to be” 
Sector Percent who disagree Percent who agree 
Environment 15.6 48.2 
Social Welfare 21.1 43.2 
Health 20.5 37.7 
Education 23.4 43.3 
Trade 22.2 47.8 
Finance 28.3 33.3 
Average 21.0 43.0 
 
Table 12 shoes that 33% of respondents from the environmental sector believe that much of the 
existing policy capacity exists outside of government, compared with 28% of respondents from 
all other sectors. 
 
Table 12. Policy Capacity outside Government 
 Much of the existing policy capacity is 
outside the formal structures of government 
 Disagree Neutral Agree 
Environmental Policy Analysts 29.6% 37.8% 32.6% 
Non-Environmental Policy Analysts 39.5% 35.5% 25.0% 
Total 38.4% 35.8% 25.9% 
 
 
This is not surprising given that the policy issues that environmental policy analysts deal are 
highly complex and appear more so than issues in other sectors.  Displayed in Table 13, 
environmental policy analysts are more likely than their non-environmental counterparts to deal 
with issues that necessitate long term thinking, require significant technical expertise and 
interorganizational coordination, operate at a national or international level, and lack clear, 
simple solutions.  Further, 54% of analysts in the environmental sector work on a weekly basis 
on issues for which data is also not immediately available.   Altogether, this suggests that the 
demand for transnational communication and inter-jurisdictional learning is high among 
provincial policy analysts and particularly pronounced for analysts in the environmental policy 
sector.   
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Table 13.  Nature of Issues Dealt with on a Weekly Basis 
 Percentage of respondents who weekly deal with issues ... 
 ... for which 























Environment 54.1 44.0 33.7 66.7 69.0 
Health 50.2 32.5 16.6 63.3 41.2 
Social 
Development 
55.8 40.0 24.9 63.0 52.1 
Education 45.8 22.3 17.6 47.1 37.4 
Industry and Trade 58.3 27.2 29.0 62.6 59.9 
Finance 49.5 17.3 20.9 59.2 61.9 
Total 52.6 32.5 24.1 61.6 61.9 
The supply of external knowledge and expertise to meet this enhanced demand is generally low, 
if we take policy analysts networking behaviour as a cue.  Table 14 shows that on the one hand, 
environmental policy analysts are most likely of all analysts to engage in networking, with 72% 
of environment policy analysts agreeing that their policy related work increasingly involves 
networks of people. 
Table 14.  Prevalence of Networks 
 Respondents who agree that their 
policy-related work increasingly 
involves networks of people 
 N Percent 
Environment 135 71.5 
Social Welfare 121 57.9 
Health 95 67.4 
Education 61 57.5 
Industry and Trade 85 67.0 
Finance 53 58.9 
Total 550 63.8 
On the other hand, who environment policy analysts work with does not suggest much 
transnational learning is taking place. Only 6.6% of analysts in the environmental sector report 
being contacted by foreign governments at least once over a year, significantly less than contact 
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with ministries within their government, the federal government, local government and other 
provincial governments (see Table 15).   
Table 15.  Contact with other government organizations 
 % of respondent who report being 






Ministries within your provincial government 85.0 79.2 
Federal government 44.6 31.3 
Local governments 28.9 18.1 
Other provincial or territorial governments in Canada 22.4 25.7 
International governments 6.6 2.2 
While they experience greater contact with domestic governments, Table 15 reveals that it is still 
extremely limited.  Less than a quarter of respondents report being contacted on at least one 
occasion over a single year by other provincial governments and less than half report being 
contacted as least once over a year by the federal government. Compared with analysts in other 
sectors, environmental policy analysts interact more with foreign and some domestic 
governments in the course of their work, however, we can see from Table 16 that they are also 
the least likely of analysts across sectors to actually utilize information from these sources as 
well as academia and think tanks in their work.    Their primary sources of evidence are 
professional advice, government platforms, and personal experience. 
Table 16.  Types of Evidence Used in Policy Work, by Sector 
 Percent of respondents who use 
frequently use type of evidence 
 Environmental 




Professional advice 47.1 41.8 
Government platforms 43.7 25.6 
Personal experience 44.8 41.5 
Scientific findings 47.7   34.8 
Information from other governments 45.2 49.3 
Consultants reports 38.8 39.1 
Academic research 38.5 45.7 
Industry-provided information 33.1 35.4 
Non-governmental organization-provided information 26.3 31.6 
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Budget and cost data 23.9 33.8 
Personal opinion 23.9 18.1 
Evaluation results 19.4 23.9 
Think-tank findings 15.7 23.6 
Survey data   
Table 17 further reveals that support for and prevalence of evidence-informed policy research 
and development is strongest in the health sector and weakest in the environmental sector.  
Environment policy analysts are the least likely to use an evidence-informed method or feel that 
evidence is used to inform decision-making processes. The difference across sectors is 
significant.  Sixty percent of analysts in the health sector feel evidence is used to inform 
decisions, a sentiment shared by only 33% of analysts in the environmental sector.  Further, 33% 
of analysts in the environmental sector report frequent use of evidence-based methods, compared 
with 60% of analysts in health, 52% of analysts in social welfare and 51% of analysts in 
education.  Only 10% of environment policy analysts are routinely provided with the appropriate 
resources to implement evidence-based methods, a figure that is almost three times less than 
peers in the health and education sectors.   
Table 17.  Use of Evidence Informed Methods (EIM), by Sector 
 














to use EIM in 
policy work 
...required to 





to use EIMs 
in policy 
work 
Environment 33.0 32.6 28.0 33.0 10.2 
Welfare 52.4 31.7 48.3 52.4 22.9 
Health 60.0 48.2 54.0 60.0 31.7 
Education 51.4 44.9 49.5 51.4 30.7 
Trade 42.9 37.7 37.8 42.9 16.8 
Finance 43.2 38.7 36.3 43.2 25.0 
In sum, though analysts in the environmental sector would clearly benefit from inter-
jurisdictional communication given the types of policy issues they deal with and demands on 
their sector, they are also the least likely of analysts across all sectors to first, seek out evidence 
from other jurisdictions and second, utilize it in decision making processes. 
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Given weak support for evidence-informed methods across most departments (the exception 
being health), the types of analytical techniques used by provincial policy analysts to make 
policy decisions, summarized in Table 18 below, should not come as a surprise.  As it shows, 
provincial policy analysts across all sectors are more likely to use informal analytical techniques 
in their work. “Consultation” and “brainstorming” are the main analytic techniques used in the 
environmental policy sector.  Environmental policy analysts are more likely to use “professional 
advice” and “personal experience” as main evidentiary sources over “scientific findings”, 
“academic research”, or “survey data”.  
Table 18. Types of Policy Analytical Techniques Used in Policy Work, by Sector 
 Environment Welfare Health Education Trade Finance 
Brainstorming 89.7 85.7 90.3 85.8 87.2 80.0 
Consultation 77.3 71.3 74.0 75.8 69.9 62.0 
Check lists 66.5 62.6 60.4 58.3 62.4 57.0 
Risk analysis 63.1 60.4 63.0 51.7 63.9 71.0 
Expert judgements 58.6 42.4 53.9 42.5 60.2 46.0 
Scenario analysis 54.2 51.3 53.9 51.7 60.2 59.0 
Cost-benefit analysis 53.2 58.7 51.9 51.7 61.7 63.0 
Environmental impact 
assessment 
49.8 29.6 28.6 18.3 24.1 21.0 
Focus Groups 43.3 48.3 38.3 44.2 30.1 29.0 
Cost-effectiveness analysis 36.5 46.5 49.4 40.0 39.1 52.0 
Probability trees 36.0 20.0 29.2 10.8 28.6 30.0 
Problem-mapping 30.0 35.2 31.8 24.3 33.1 26.0 
Financial impact analysis 29.1 41.7 40.9 39.2 42.9 71.0 
Robustness or sensitivity 
analysis 
16.7 11.3 11.7 17.5 24.8 27.0 
Sophisticated modelling 11.3 10.4 11.0 15.0 17.3 19.0 
Social network diagrams 10.8 6.1 10.4 8.3 9.8 4.0 
Free-form gaming 8.4 5.2 5.8 3.3 6.8 5.0 
Preference scaling 6.9 6.1 10.4 7.5 7.0 7.3 
Monte Carlo techniques 3.0 0.4 1.3 2.5 2.3 4.0 
 
While this pattern goes against the instructions and admonitions of many textbooks, it is in 
keeping with the findings of many utilization studies which have found a distinct preference for 
the use of "simple" tools vs. complex ones on the part of both the producers and consumers of 
policy analysis (Sabatier 1978; Nilsson et al. 2008). The problem here is one noted by Dolowitz 
(2009: 317) that simple analytical tools translate into “simpler forms of learning; often little more 
than the emulation of the ideas and rhetoric used within other political systems.”  Indeed, as table 
17 demonstrates, a more complex analytical tool, modelling, is conducted by less than a fifth of 
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analysts across the sectors and is an even less popular analytical method in the environment, 
welfare, and health sectors.  Analysts in the environmental sector are the most likely of analysts 
in all sectors to use consultation and checklists to make decisions. In general, analysts across 
sectors appear to favour informal and unsystematic techniques to make policy decisions rather 
than more sophisticated formal analytical tools, limiting the potential for knowledge updating to 
occur.  
 
Lacking empirical evidence of what analysts actually did in practice, early works in the late 
1970s and early 1980s on the policy analysis professions (Prince 1979; Prince and Chenier 1980) 
assumed that analysts would contribute to the increased rationality of policy-making through the 
application of systematic analytical techniques such as cost-benefit analysis and this study raises 
doubts about this picture at the provincial level.  If anything it seems that provincial policy 
analysts are engaging in types of analytical activities that other scholars have associated with a 
shift in policy work in the U.K. and other countries towards policy process design and network 
management activities (Howlett and Lindquist 2004; Lindquist 1992).  
 
Federal and provincial policy development processes now typically contain mandated criteria for 
consultations and political leaders and administrators typically access polling data and conduct 
focus groups as part of the standard process of policy development.  At the provincial level, 
consultation allows public servants to access expertise and knowledge needed to address 
complex policy issues but which exists outside of the boundaries of government.  From the 
survey data of provincial analysts presented here however, it is not clear how consultation 
processes are feeding into policy development, given limited use of non-governmental sources of 
information as displayed in Table 16.  
 
The types of policy issues provincial policy analysts are working on may help to explain why 
governments have made limited use of analytical techniques in decision making processes.  
Indeed, across all sectors, immediate, urgent, and short-term work dominate the day-to-day and 
week-to-week work agenda of policy analysts (see Table 19).   
 
Table 19.  Scope of Policy Issues 






Environment 62.1 53.8 47.7 51.0 51.9 
Welfare 68.2 62.3 49.1 41.3 39.4 
Health 66 57.5 57.0 54.4 48.0 
Education 68.5 63.0 42.5 42.6 38.0 
Trade 73.3 61.1 47.7 50.7 47.0 
Finance 60.5 60.4 41.7 36.4 30.2 
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Total 66.5 59.4 48.1 46.6 43.3 
 
As Table 19 shows, just over half of environmental policy analysts report working on a weekly 
basis on issues that are ongoing for more than a year, about the same proportion as report 
working on a weekly basis on long, medium, and short-term issues.  However, sixty-two percent 
also report working on a weekly basis on issues and problems that demand immediate attention 
(i.e., "firefighting").  Environmental policy analysts are less likely to deal with urgent issues than 
counterparts in trade (73%), education (69%), and welfare sectors (68%); nonetheless, these 
types of issues remain the most common issues to consume their day-to-day work.   
 
While the prevalence of short-term work within provincial governments is often decried in the 
existing literature on the subject (Gregory and Lonti 2008), it can also be considered to be a 
primary "raison d'etre" of the policy bureaucracy. As Hawke (1993) put it: 
 
Fire-fighting is part of the job of any manager and is especially prominent in the public 
service because of the pressures on ministers. It is worth remembering that a key reason 
for having departmental policy advice agencies rather than distinct contracts for each 
piece of policy development is the desirability of immediate and unplanned access to 
informed advice (p. 64) [italics added]. 
 
However, given that environmental policy issues lack simple solutions and require greater 
coordination and technical knowledge than other policy issues (refer to Table 13), the degree to 
which ‘policy firefighting’ comprises policy activities of environmental policy analysts is 
extremely problematic, particularly if much of the policy expertise to address issues of climate 
change exist outside of government and within foreign governments.  
 
Efforts – such as the Policy Excellence Initiative in Nova Scotia, the Knowledge and Information 
Services initiative in British Columbia, the Policy Innovation and Leadership project in Ontario, 
as well as cabinet-level initiatives in Yukon, Manitoba, Newfoundland and Labrador, and 
Alberta – are underway in many jurisdictions to systematically grapple with the short term focus 
of policy in the absence of strong policy analytical capacity (Ontario, Executive Research Group 
1999; Hicks and Watson 2007; Manitoba, Office of the Auditor General 2001; Nova Scotia, 
Policy Excellent Initiative 2007).  This study cannot comment on the success of these initiatives, 
many of which have only recently been established; nonetheless, survey results presented here 
demonstrate the importance of action to invigorate policy capacity given the limited application 
of formal analytical methods, minor use of external (non-governmental) sources of evidence and 
lack of evidence based decision-making in provincial policy development around environmental 
issues.  While provincial environmental policy analysts are somewhat more likely to interact 
with non-governmental organizations and foreign governments than analysts in other sectors, 
they are in fact, less likely to utilize information from these sources in their policy work.  
 20
Altogether, this suggests that the policy analytical capacity in the environmental sector is 
extremely low and further, that the prospects for trans-jurisdictional learning on climate change 
adaptation and mitigation to occur on the part of provincial governments in Canada are bleak. 
Conclusion 
The weak policy capacity and short-term analytical focus found among most of the major actors 
involved in Canadian government is very problematic in the context of dealing with the 
challenges of complex contemporary policy challenges. In particular it appears ill-suited to the 
development of ongoing and long-term solutions required to deal with problems like climate 
change mitigation and adaptation. Canadian governments and non-governmental actors are being 
asked to design and implement effective mitigation and adaptation measures with long-term 
consequences while many of these organizations simply lack the analytical capacity to do so.  
Inter-jurisdictional learning is touted as a key process through which better public policy 
decisions to meet contemporary governance challenges can be made 
Our main argument here is that it cannot simply be assumed that exposure to new evidence or 
information translates into policy development (Bennett 1991). If transnational communication is 
a mechanism for the transformation of information, one must ask, is evidence actually being 
transferred?  Is learning being converted into knowledge and is knowledge being used?  How is 
it being used? Consideration here must be given to policy analytic capacity, the extent to which 
governments can perform the tasks associated with managing the policy process in order to 
implement evidence-based policy-making (.     
 
This paper has sought to elaborate on 'transnational communication' as a variable for policy 
convergence across countries.  Our main finding is that environmental policy analysts engage in 
weak forms of communication with non-governmental actors and other governments in the 
course of their work.  In particular, environment policy analysts enjoy some contact with other 
actors but their failure to systematically use information from these sources in policy 
development and implementation mean that the possibility for deep policy learning in the form 
of convergence around policy instruments and policy settings, is severely limited. This supports 
the observation of Duncan (2009: 456) that learning is “often ad hoc and unsystematic” and 
where policy transfer results, it is actually “policy triggers” – ideas that reorient decision makers 
– rather than evidence-based policy instrument specification that results.  Further, only 6% of 
provincial environmental policy analysts interact with foreign governments on a yearly basis or 
more frequently, hardly the level of interaction that can reliable serve as a mechanism for 
information transfer and policy learning.   
 
By developing a profile of provincial policy analysts, we can better assess the prospects of 
governments to engage in inter-jurisdictional learning.  Here we find that provincial analysts, 
like their federal counterparts, are highly educated, relatively young ad mobile. However, they 
do not tend to have a great deal of formal training in policy analysis and work on a relatively 
small number of issue areas, often on a "fire-fighting" basis.   Their short-term orientation, 
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relative inexperience, high levels of job mobility, and lack of training in formal policy analytical 
techniques sets them apart from their national counterparts (see Wellstead et al 2009) and has 
significant implications for policy design and efficacy in multi-level states. More accurate 
assessments of policy analytical activities in government, especially those governments 
operating within multilevel governance frameworks have much to contribute in terms of 
clarifying if and how ideas which come from abroad are processed by government actors and in 
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